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CHIEF BURNS: Today's date is December 


17th, 2001. The time is 2:42 p.m. I'm 


Battalion Chief Robert Burns, Safety 


Battalion, New York City Fire Department, 


conducting an interview with -- 


CAPTAIN McLAUGHLIN: William J. 


McLaughlin, Captain Engine 312. 


CHIEF BURNS: This interview is in 


regards to the events of September 11th, 


Q. Tf you would, Bill, in your own words 
just tell us what happened that day. 
A. All right. 312 responded from quarters 


after the second plane hit the World Trade 


Center. We were actually watching it on 


television. We were told to rendezvous on the 


Queens side of the Midtown Tunnel and wait there 
for further orders. 

We met there with a bunch of other 
companies from Queens, including our own 49 
Battalion from here, the 45 Battalion, and we 


were told to stand fast on the Queens side of the 


Midtown Tunnel. 


We were under the impression that the 
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police were securing the tunnel from any sort of 


terrorist threat. Although that may not be the 


case, that's what we were und 


r the impression. 


We could actually see the towers 


burning from our location on the Queens side of 


the tunnel. After waiting about 25 or 30 


minutes, we proceeded through 


the Midtown Tunnel. 


We went across town to the west side. 


At that time we were getting some very 


scary radio traffic over the Manhattan frequency 


about people trapped in apparatus. We didn't 


know what was going on, but I 


the first tower had collapsed. 


Once we reached th 


think at that time 


west side, we went 


down I guess it was West Street from midtown, and 


the closest we could get, because of the numerous 


apparatus in the area, was approximately six or 


seven blocks north of the financial district on 


West Street, and we just parked right in the back 


of the apparatus that pulled up in front of us. 


We then proceeded to take rollups, 


masks with extra cylinders, search rope, 


Street towards the tower. 


standpipe kit, and proceeded on foot down West 
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At this time, once again, I didn't know 
that the tower had collapsed because all you 
could see was a lot of smoke and dust. The north 
tower was standing and burning. As we were 


walking downtown, we could actually see people 


jumping out the upper floors of the north tower. 


Everybody had a very bad feeling, which came 


true. 


We did reach the area where we couldn't 


go any further; I believe that was, looking at 


the map, south of the pedestrian bridge and south 


of Vesey Street on West Street. At that point I 


told the members to drop their masks, cylinders, 


gear, take their coat and helmet off and stand 


fast while I went over to the command post, if I 


could find it, because there was so much 


confusion at the scene, and find out what they 


want us to do. 


At that point in time, I had full 


expectation of going into the north tower, being 


the closest one to our location. Once again, I 


still didn't believe or know that the first tower 


had in fact collapsed. 


We no sooner got our masks, turnout 
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coats off, put them on the ground, and somebody 
yelled "Run!" I looked up, and I could see the 


top of the north tower mushroom out in a cloud of 


dust and smoke, and you could see the tip of the 


antenna sort of wobble. Then I realized we hav 


to run. From that point on it was fall back, 
retreat, get away. 


We just went back up West Street, 


northbound on West Street, until this cloud of 


dust and debris and smoke engulfed us. In my 
particular case I had turned -- after running a 
bit -- I had bunker pants and bunker boots on, 


and being my age and weight, I'm not a very good 
jogger, especially with that gear on. So lI 
didn't get that far. 

I turned around to look to see what was 


happening, and the cloud had just enveloped me 


and I got clocked in the head with a piece of 
concrete, which had knocked me to the ground. I 


was on my hands and knees on the ground, and I 


said, well, I don't think I'm going to die in the 
middle of the street. 
So I got back up again, but at that 


point I didn't know whether I was going north, 
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south, east or west. I was just trying to get 


out of this cloud. I didn't have a mask on, and 


it was very, very difficult to breathe, big 


chunks of heavy stuff just going into your lungs. 


You couldn't see your hand in front of your face. 


It was pitch-black. I went a little further, 


fell again, causing some more injuries to myself. 


Eventually, after walking with my hands 


in front of me like a blind man Po 
Eee 


and to the right and up high, instead of being 


dark black it was dark gray, and the dark gray 


turned into a lighter gray. 


Then I realized that what I was looking 


at was the bright sunshine, which was there 


before this building fel 


1 


completely obliterated u 


away from this scene tha 


and then it was just dust 


everything else. 


As I walked ou 


by an EMT who sat me dow 


head, gave me some oxyg 


From there we 


nN 


down. The sun was 


ntil we got far enough 


we could actually see, 


and debris and 


of the cloud, I was met 


and bandaged up my 


tried to regroup, tried 
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to find my men. I found everybody in a matter of 
20 minutes, except my chauffeur, of all people, 


Eddie Ganassa. I couldn't find him. I actually 


had him declared missing. 
What had happened was that some chief 


officer who had lost his radio or needed another 


radio grabbed Eddie Ganassa and took his radio 


from him. I was calling or trying to get 
through. The radio traffic was outrageous. You 


just couldn't get through to anybody on the handy 


talky. 

I was trying and trying to reach him, 
and he didn't even have a radio. So that's why 
he couldn't answer me, obviously. He didn't know 


that I had declared him missing. We did 


eventually in about 45 minutes, I think, find him 


and declared that he was found and he wasn't 
missing any longer. 


After I got all my guys together and 


knew they were safe and sound, I went over to an 


EMS unit, a paramedic unit, and they tried to 


wash my eyes out. They weren't happy with the 


way my eyes were looking, and I had a cut on my 


head and concussion. So they took me over to 
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St. Vincent's. 
At St. Vincent's I was treated for a 
lacerated cornea, both eyes, laceration of the 


head, concussion, sprained back, sprained knee, 


t cetera, t cetera. 
So from that point on I never returned 
to the scene. I can't offer you any more 


information as to what happened at the scene 


because I haven't been back since, nor do I want 
to go back. 

I went from St. Vincent's, after 
spending an hour or two there, to the quarters of 
20 Truck, and then I was transported to the 


medical office and when back to Engine 312. I 


was back here by about 11:00 that night, I guess. 


I think that's the whole story ina 


nutshell. As I said, I never returned to the 
scene after that. I just made sure that my guys 
were all safe and sound. I turned my riding list 


and them over to the command post, and my handy 


talky was taken by a chief from Battalion 50 who 


thankfully enough returned it that same evening 
over to 312. 


So that's about it. 
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CHIEF BURNS: Okay. That's the end of 


the interview. It's 2:52 p.m. 


Thanks, Bill. 


